ATG: Can all of your databases; Reference Universe, 19th Century Masterfile, and Public Documents Masterfile be integrated within library discovery systems? Do you recommend it? Or is it more effective to search them as standalone databases?
EC: Yes, they integrate with those discovery services which offer federated integration. We do recommend this integration where possible because it can broaden the reach of the resource. That said, our native interfaces are carefully designed to drill down deeper and in a more comprehensive way than a general discovery service. It's the best of both worlds for libraries, really.
ATG: How are you currently dealing with student use of mobile devices to access Paratext databases? Do you have a strategy in place to keep up with the ever increasing trend toward the use of mobile devices?
EC: As of 2013 we are focused on tablet-friendly deployment of existing desktop applications, rather than smart phone apps. However, we are expecting to deploy proprietary apps sometime in 2014, so we'll have more on that soon. So the difference between Reference Universe and eBook collections is the difference between a finding aid and a fixed collection of books. Reference Universe uncovers the major reference works (MRWs) within these collections, and moves the users into those platforms.
ATG: Who do you see as your main com-
There are benefits to this approach: First, it increases the use of those eBook platforms the libraries have invested in. Second, those publishers/aggregators have very excellent interface capabilities about their own content, far better than we could by trying to homogenize all of the books into a single platform. Reference Universe increases uses of them, rather than competes with them.
But the core value to reference librarians and users is the detailed access to a library's legacy print collection that is unique to Reference Universe -dense, back-of-the-book index level data for the last 35 years of reference works. Interestingly, our usage data confirms that for libraries of all sizes, there still exists a 5:1 ratio of MRWs in print to that of eBooks.
So EC: We expect to have an announcement this fall, and yes, we are certainly adding new STM Reference data into Reference Universe, as well as keeping up with the Humanities/ Social Sciences content. There's still plenty more to do to, and we're focused on improving this product all the time.
ATG: You have also added access/indexing to numerous Oxford online reference titles via Reference Universe. Adding all of this content must require a substantial investment. Will library subscribers see an increase in subscription rates to help cover the costs?
EC: 2013 marks 25 years for me in the academic information business, and I am confident that Paratext has both the most consistent pricing, and lowest levels of price increases, of any information provider. Because we aren't a legacy microfilm or print publisher who migrated to electronic offerings, we were able, from our founding, to establish efficiencies within in our company that allow us to keep adding content and software enhancements without significant price increases. Our product renewal rates exceed 95%, which I think says a lot about value and ongoing access rates.
ATG: Can we take from this that libraries will not see subscription increases in the near future?
EC: Only minimally. All our customers have realized that we really hold the line on increases, which rarely exceed 2% annually. And given how low cost these are to begin with, that's seems to be a reasonable rate. What we're most proud of is the breadth of types of libraries that use Paratext resources -from the largest ARLs to community colleges and private schools. We try and stick with meat and potatoes resources, so they have application for every size library.
ATG: Will all this added content enable you to offer more flexibility in subscriptions to Reference Universe? For instance will libraries only interested in the science coverage be able to subscribe to a "science" subset of Reference Universe?
EC: The remarkable aspect about a carefully-selected specialized reference collection is the opportunity for serendipitous discoveries And while it is a fairly small "universe" of titles -approximately 50,000 published in the last 40 years -Paratext has aggregated over 35 million bits of metadata related to those titles. That number grows constantly as we add new data and fill in the back file of titles.
The breadth is the ability to see the entire MRW collection. The depth is the exhaustive indexing available for his collection -a microscope trained upon a "universe," you might say. Since each query matches a library's own reference collection, it's unlocks hundreds of thousands of dollars of important resources, and fosters new interdisciplinary papers, articles, and even new scholarly works.
ATG: In a world where students are happy to rely on Wikipedia, how does a product like Reference Universe remain viable? Can you point to an example of where a library has been successful in convincing students that products like Reference Universe are preferable?
EC: I sense that the ease and usefulness of Wikipedia has reminded us that quality introductory information is vital if you're going to get anything done in the area of serious research. I use Wikipedia, as lots of folks do, but it is clearly not the same as rigorously vetted content which has gone through editorial oversight. We have librarians tell us they have users who usually start with Wikipedia and then move to Reference Universe for that "due diligence" in their research. One doesn't obviate the other, in my opinion.
ATG EC: Quality reference publishing is very expensive, and it's clear that some of the existing reference publishers are cutting back because it is so expensive. That said, it seems clear that the future of the information industry will not be about discrete databases per se.
Let me indulge a bit of my philosophy studies from years past. One might say information may become more a matter of epistemology than technology. Content is everywhere: the understanding of it is not.
Researchers need to be encouraged to grasp the meaning surrounding the content. That meaning is always a mechanism for a rich, multi-dimensional understanding. It is a new way of seeing, because it involves letting go of previously held opinions for new ones, that is if, and only if, the old ones have been put to the test and found wanting. They used to call that "getting an education."
Ultimately I see Paratext in the understanding business. The word "Paratext" itself means any and all elements that point one back to the primary source. So, we want to continually improve our resource to move people to the original meaning, and back out again, for deeper understanding.
ATG: What does that mean in concrete terms for future plans and initiatives at Paratext? Are there new products on the drawing board or planned expansions of existing products?
EC: We're fortunate to still be a privately held company. Its gives us the space to look a bit further down the road, and roll things out when they're ready. All Paratext products are vertical search applications which drill down into a genre or document-type, using human indexing models rather than computer-based EC: My golf game is something I enjoy (and endure) when I can; I'm a fairly respectable chef and I began oil painting about tenyears ago. However, all of this takes a back seat to the time I spend with our 2-year old daughter Caroline, the first for my wife Samantha and me. Spending quiet or silly time with her is the antidote. As more experienced parents will surely understand, that kind of time gets me 'out of my mind' and encourages me to be more present. If I can't recharge during that time, I'm not sure any hobby will help.
As for vacations, Italy is my first choice. The quote I remember, though I'm not certain of its source, is that "Italy is a dream that keeps returning for the rest of your life." I can't improve on that description.
ATG: Eric thanks for taking time out of your busy schedule to talk to us. We really appreciate it.
EC: It's been my pleasure, thank you.
